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Thomas: Camp Hell: Miami During The Spanish-American War

“CAMP HELL”: MIAMI DURING THE
SPANISH-AMERICAN WAR
by D ONNA THOMAS *
in Jacksonville,” Henry M. Flagler once
playfully wrote to President William McKinley. 1 Actually,
he was not far from the truth. The Florida East Coast Railroad,
the heart of Flagler’s financial empire, built many towns along
the east coast of the state, and it linked them with each other and
the rest of the country. Miami, which was incorporated in 1896,
started as one of the villages in Flagler’s “domain.” It was virtually a company town in its earliest days. John Sewell and J. A.
McDonald, early mayors of Miami, were Flagler employees. The
Royal Palm Hotel, Miami’s showplace, was part of the chain of
hotels which Flagler was constructing along his railroad’s route. 2
His company installed street lights in the business district and
built the waterworks during the first year of Miami’s incorporation. 3 The Miami Metropolis, the only major newspaper, was
owned by Flagler between 1897 and 1905. 4 It mirrored most of
his opinions and protected his interests. Thus, Flagler could
hardly be opposed to the town’s attempts, when the war with
Spain began, to bring an army camp to Miami, a desire which
was probably as much motivated by profit-seeking as by patriotism.
For its part, the United States Army, unprepared for a war
with an overseas power, needed coastal bases from which to
Y DOMAIN BEGINS

*
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1. Flagler to McKinley, February 15, 1898, William McKinley Papers,
Library of Congress.
2. Edward Nelson Akin, “Southern Reflection of the Gilded Age: Henry M.
Flagler’s System, 1885-1913” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Florida,
1975), 97-103; John M. Sewell, John Sewell’s Memoirs and History of
Miami, Florida (Miami, 1933), 3-57.
3. Isidor Cohen, Historical Sketches and Sidelights of Miami, Florida
(Miami, 1925), 23.
4. Akin, “Southern Reflection of the Gilded Age,” 100; Sidney Walter
Martin, Florida’s Flagler (Athens, Georgia, 1949), 160-66.
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transport troops to Cuba and Puerto Rico. Staff officers quickly
noted the potential of South Florida as a major concentration
point. In mid-May 1898 an inspection team led by Brigadier
General James Wade toured several sites in the South, but the
general did not think that Miami had the warehouse and dock
facilities needed by the army or a harbor deep enough to accommodate naval vessels and troop transports. 5 The matter did
not end there, however. In early June, a board of four staff
officers visited “the proposed locations with railroad and city
officials.” Apparently the Miami leaders first showed the officers
the site originally rejected by Wade. But after the board again
raised objections to it, the Miami group offered them another
site, “in the immediate vicinity of the [railroad] station.“ 6
The four officers, in their report to Adjutant General Henry
Corbin, noted the fine beaches, healthful climate, adequate and
wholesome water supply (a statement which they would soon
regret), and the great effort being made by Flagler to clear and
grade the second site for use as a camp. Until the improvements
were completed, the board concluded, “we would not recommend
this site for a permanent camp. . . . If military necessity requires
it, a camp of 5,000 men can be established here.“ 7 Colonel Charles
A. Greenleaf, the surgeon assigned to serve on the board, thought
that Miami might make a good “camp of refuge” if yellow fever
broke out in other southern camps, but he later testified that he
never intended it to be a full-scale military installation. 8
The members of the board, like General Wade before them,
hesitated over Miami’s lack of facilities. The superintendent of
the town’s waterworks convinced them that the water supply
could meet the camp’s demands, but they balked at the lack of
railroad sidings near the campsite, since the Florida East Coast
had laid only enough track to handle the still-modest traffic
generated by Miami’s winter tourist seasons. “There are no wareMiami Metropolis, June 17, 1898; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union and
Citizen, May 18, 1898; William J. Schellings, “Soldiers in Miami, 1898,“
Tequesta, XVII (1957), 71.
United States Senate, Document 221, 56th Congress, 1st sess., Report of
the Commission Appointed By the President to Investigate the Conduct
of the War Department in the War With Spain, 8 vols. (Washington,
1900), VII, 3364; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union and Citizen, May 25,
31, 1898.
Senate Document 221, VII, 3364.
Ibid., V, 1965-66, 1978.
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houses available, but the railroad company officials stated that
they would put up such warehouses,” the board reported. “No
supplies can be purchased at this point without shipping in.“ 9
In other words, a camp of major proportions at Miami would be
a quartermaster’s nightmare.
Miamians, and probably Flagler as well, were unaware of the
army’s supply problems, which were national as well as local in
scope. The War Department had not been prepared for the
thousands of recruits which Congress had authorized the Regular
Army earlier in 1898, and when more than 200,000 men enlisted
in the volunteer regiments, the government’s facilities were
nearly swamped. The Quartermaster General’s Department,
which supplied most of the things new soldiers needed, simply
did not have on hand sufficient quantities of uniforms, blankets,
tentage, cooking utensils, and all the other items which were
needed immediately. Quartermasters throughout the United
States had to try to purchase what equipment they could from
local civilian sources. 10 Miami, with no wholesale facilities, presented severe complications in the matter of supplies. However,
to the town’s boosters, the rapid growth of Miami convinced them
that anything was possible. After all, Miami looked like “a real
town” as early as December 1896, with a city hall, jail, volunteer
fire department, thriving business district, and Flagler’s light and
water systems. 11 When the war broke out on April 25, 1898,
Miami, not yet two years past its incorporation, had a population of 2,000. 12 The Metropolis, angered over the original rejection of Miami as a camp site, hoped that the four staff officers
of the second board would see the light. “The truth is that Miami
should have been selected in the first place, instead of Tampa,
over which we have every advantage in the matters of location,
healthfulness, good water, and freedom from the pests which
afflict most other places.“ 13 The editorial writer seemed unconcerned that a major camp would bring the influx of two to three
times as many soldiers as current residents of the town, thus
9. Ibid., VII, 3364.
10. See Graham A. Cosmas, An Army For Empire: The United States Army
in the Spanish-American War, 1898-1899 (Columbia, Missouri, 1971),
139-76.
11. Cohen, Historical Sketches and Sidelights of Miami, 23.
12. Miami Metropolis, August 5, 1898; Senate Document 221, VIII, 81.
13. Miami Metropolis, June 17, 1898.
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straining facilities already pressed to keep up with Miami’s
growth.
Although the board in its final report was not enthusiastic
about the Miami campsite, and General Wade and his officers had
earlier rejected it, Major General Nelson A. Miles, who commanded the army, decided to send troops to the town. Miles, an
aging but ambitious officer who had made his reputation fighting
Indians, was angry over Secretary of War Russell A. Alger’s refusal to allow him to take personal command of an army of
invasion. Miles, as a consequence, jealously guarded all of his
other prerogatives as the nation’s ranking soldier. This included
the selection of new campsites, a task better suited to members
of his staff who understood supply, logistics, and camp sanitation.
It was Miles, then, who ultimately decided that Miami would
make a good camp for an infantry division, and he brooked no
1 4
compromise on such details. From the existing evidence, it is
hard to say whether Flagler, or even Secretary Alger, whom
Flagler knew, influenced Miles’s decision in any way. In any
event, by the middle of June a division of the IV Corps which
was then encamped near Mobile, Alabama, received orders to
break camp and proceed by railroad to Miami. 15
The first soldiers arrived in Miami on June 24, 1898. By the
first week in July, the entire division of 7,500 men had established its camp. The Metropolis mistakenly told its readers that
16
the troops were regulars. Actually, they were volunteers from
nearby southern states. The division, redesignated the First Division, VII Corps shortly after arrival in Miami, was initially
commanded by Brigadier General Theodore Schwann and consisted of two brigades. The First Brigade contained the First
Texas, First Louisiana, and First Alabama regiments; the Second
Brigade consisted of the Second Texas, Second Louisiana, and
Second Alabama. Upon reaching Miami, the troops made camp
north of town in that order, the First Texas being assigned the
portion of the area adjacent to Biscayne Bay and the Second
Alabama receiving the campground farthest inland. 17 The
boundaries of the First Brigade’s areas were the bay on the east
14.
15.
16.
17.

Cosmas, Army For Empire, 144-45.
Miami Metropolis, June 24, 1898.
Ibid.
Senate Document 221, VIII, 81; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union and
Citizen, June 29, 1898.
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and Avenue E (now Northwest First Avenue) and the railroad
track on the west. The Second Brigade’s camps began at the
track and continued west until the end of the clearing at Avenue
18
J (Northwest Sixth Avenue). This was a crucial assignment
for the soldiers, for the eastern site proved to be superior to the
western, which was not yet completely cleared. This fact would
color the troops’ opinions of Miami, and it would in turn affect
Miamians’attitudes toward their visitors.
Miamians eagerly awaited development of the camp. Even
before the troops arrived, Flagler’s Metropolis noted the town’s
achievement: “Under the efficient management of the officials of
the East Coast Ry., Camp Miami has been made the most beautiful and convenient camp for soldiers in the State.“ 19 Indeed,
Flagler did try to improve the area, especially the eastern portion of the site. He assigned men to the tasks of digging dozens
of wells, laying water pipes for connection to the city waterworks,
finishing a large sewer at Biscayne Bay, and clearing the grounds
of palmetto thickets and coral boulders. Flagler also ordered the
early opening of the Royal Palm, which ordinarily operated only
during the tourist season, to serve as headquarters for the ranking officers. 20 However, work was not completed when the
soldiers began to arrive.
Flagler’s construction activities resulted in a bonanza for
Miami businessmen. His organization probably spent about
$10,000 or more on equipment and building. 21 The camp improvement projects also employed fifty to a hundred extra workmen. By the beginning of July, lumber was in short supply as
new structures, civilian and military, quickly appeared. 22 Local
merchants capitalized on the military’s presence by advertising
everything imaginable as “soldier boys’specialties.“ 23 Miami had
only one drug store in 1898, but the Townley Brothers’ soda
fountain soon received competition from small cold drink stands
18. Sewell, John Sewell’s Memoirs and History of Miami, 150; Miami Metropolis, July 1, 1898.
19. Miami Metropolis, June 24, 1898; Sewell, John Sewell’s Memoirs and
History of Miami, 150-51.
20. Miami Metropolis, June 24, 1598; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union and
Citizen, June 2, 1898.
21. Schellings, “Soldiers in Miami,” 71.
22. Sewell, John Sewell’s Memoirs and History of Miami, 150-51; Senate
Document 221, VII, 3356; Miami Metropolis, July 8, 1898.
23. See Miami Metropolis, July 1, 1898, for sample advertisements.
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which catered to thirsty soldiers. The Townleys countered with
a large stock of lemonade, guaranteed to satisfy thousands of
orders each day, and other merchants opened small food stands
to complement the liquid refreshments. 24 The sale of liquor was
illegal in early Miami under the terms of the original deeds to
city plots, but Camp Miami was near the unincorporated settlement of North Miami, in which whiskey was readily available,
along with prostitutes and games of chance. Soldiers often slipped
out of camp at night to visit the saloons patronized by local civilians. 25
If Miami welcomed the volunteer soldiers and their money,
the troops themselves were uncertain about the town and its
residents. Many of the soldiers had ridden for several days in
crowded trains to Camp Miami, only to find a newly-cleared,
partially-improved coral field. “We had heard glowing accounts
of Miami on our way down there,” remembered Captain H. R.
Carson, chaplain of the Second Louisiana. “Our information,
however, was secured mostly from railroad folders.“ 26 For staff
officers posted to headquarters, life in Miami could be pleasant.
General Theodore Schwann and his successor, Major General
J. Warren Keifer, lived in the Royal Palm. Their staffs and most
brigade and regimental staff officers either billeted at the hotel,
a luxury resort with such comforts as chilled drinking water, fine
food, and full access to the bay breezes, or they tented on the
Royal Palm’s extensive grounds. 27 The average infantryman,
however, did not have deluxe quarters, good food, or ample
entertainment. Chaplain Carson noted the contrast between
activities at the Royal Palm and life in the company streets:
“There was a most magnificent and gorgeously appointed hotel
right in the midst of a perfect paradise of tropical trees and
bushes. But one had to walk scarce a quarter of a mile until one
came to such a waste wilderness as can be conceived only in rare
nightmares.“ 28
J. K. Dorn, “Recollections of Early Miami,” Tequesta, IX (1949), 55;
Miami Metropolis, July 22, 29, 1898.
25. Dorn, “Recollections of Early Miami,” 55; Sewell, John Sewell’s Memoirs
and History of Miami, 140.
26. H. R. Carson, Recollections of a Chaplain in the Volunteer Army (n.p.
[1899?]), 5.
27. Miami Metropolis, June 24, July 8, 22, 1898; Sewell, John Sewell's
Memoirs and History of Miami, 181; Senate Document 221, VIII, 83, 85.
28. Carson, Recollections of a Chaplain in the Volunteer Army, 5.
24.
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The enlisted men of the Texas, Louisiana, and Alabama
regiments soon found themselves helping to clear the “waste
wilderness” by performing a large amount of manual labor. All
units except the First Texas, camped on the area by the bay
which had been completely cleared, were drafted to work with
Flagler’s laborers, as well as to march and train. Having enlisted
to fight, not dig, the troops were indignant over the assignment.
They called themselves the Flagler Improvement Company, the
Metropolis reported, apparently missing the soldiers’ sarcasm. 29
The historian of the Alabama troops called his comrades “soldier
slaves” and noted that Flagler had found a cheap way to get his
lands cleared and graded for postwar use. 30 As a consequence of
forced service on the projects, morale declined in the five regiments affected. After participating in the military drill expected
of them, the soldiers dug, hauled, and graded “under such conditions as few negroes [sic] in all the country experienced,” noted
Chaplain Carson, who ignored the fact that many of the workers
on Flagler’s gangs were black. “The men,” Carson argued, “became absolutely indifferent to the impulse which had led them to
enlist.“ 31 Doubtless too, many of the volunteers, eager to embark
for Cuba or Puerto Rico, fretted that the war would end before
they saw any combat. This would certainly make them resent
being assigned to construction duty as a type of personal insult
to their soldierly abilities. 32
As any experienced supply officer could have predicted, the
lack of provisions and equipment soon added to the volunteers’
misery. “At Miami,” one quartermaster sergeant, himself a
former regular, testified, “there was a long time that we received
no vegetables at all. We got fresh beef after we had been there
about ten days, but the first ten days . . . we had nothing but
bacon.“ 33 The arrival of a shipment of potatoes and onions in
29. For the First Texas, see M. Koenigsberg, Southern Martyrs: A History
of Alabama’s White Regiments During the Spanish-American War,
Touching Incidentally on the Experiences of the Entire First Division
of the Seventh Army Corps (Montgomery, 1898), 178. For the troops’
remark, see Miami Metropolis, July 29, 1898.
30. Koenigsberg, Southern Martyrs, 177-86.
31. Carson, Recollections of a Chaplain in the Volunteer Army, 6-7.
32. For evidence of the soldier’s restlessness, see Jacksonville Florida TimesUnion and Citizen, July 5, 6, 7, 15, 29, 30, 1898. However, it is not possible to determine how much of this sentiment was that expressed by
troops in Camp Miami and how much was that of an overly-zealous war
correspondent.
33. Senate Document 221, III, 426.
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late July was a welcome event. Even the full military menu of
1898, based as it was on beef or salt pork, bread or crackers,
coffee, beans, and potatoes, did not much appeal to normally
well-fed citizen-soldiers. 34 At Miami, the difficulties faced in
supplying even those items were sure to anger the men. Soldiers
with money could buy sandwiches, milk, fruit, and cakes from
the numerous Miami merchants catering to the military trade,
but, because of War Department delays which were common
during the war, some of the troops had not been paid for
months. 35 Furthermore, other supply problems plagued the
troops. The Quartermaster General’s Department, because of the
nation-wide shortage, had not supplied all the cooking items and
camp equipment needed for a comfortable bivouac. Since little
of this gear could be purchased in South Florida, the soldiers
had to do without. Even uniforms presented problems. The six
regiments had been issued blue wool service uniforms of the
type used by regulars on the Great Plains. 36 These were unbearably hot in summertime Miami. The War Department,
aware of the need to develop special clothing for warm weather
campaigning in the Caribbean, began to purchase summer uniforms of khaki duck. Some of these new outfits reached troops in
Miami during late July, but most of the men left South Florida
still attired in uniforms designed for stations a thousand miles
to the north. 37 Officers could purchase summer uniforms custommade from local tailors, or they could buy the new garb from a
firm in Cincinnati which had sent a representative to Miami to
solicit such orders, but few enlisted men could afford either
option. 38
The most serious problem, however, was the deteriorating
health of the command. The water supply was not as healthy as
the board of officers or the waterworks superintendent had
claimed, and the soldiers’ ignorance of proper camp sanitation
made the condition much worse. The exact nature of the problem
of water purity was disputed for years, but most military health
Miami Metropolis, July 29, 1898. For the army ration, see
War Department, Annual Reports of the War Department
Year Ending June 30, 1898, 3 vols. (Washington, 1898), I,
35. Miami Metropolis, July 22, 1898.
36. See Senate Document 221, VIII, 82.
37. Miami Metropolis, July 22, 29, 1898; Carson, Recollections
in the Volunteer Army, 5.
38. See Miami Metropolis, July 1, 15, 1898.
34.
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experts agreed that the water at Camp Miami was a potential
39
hazard to the troops. Three surgeons on duty with the First
Division initially complained about conditions on July 18 in a
letter to the chief surgeon of the VII Corps. They termed the
water that Flagler supplied to the troops “thoroughly contaminated, infected, and too dangerous to utilize for drinking purposes.” They worried particularly about the health of the Second
Brigade, which lived in an area “bounded on the southern and
western sides by low, marshy lands covered with a dense vegetation which is alternately flooded and exposed.” The doctors
feared the outbreak of malaria, but they already had a serious
health problem on their hands: an autopsy performed on the
body of an officer from the Second Louisiana proved the existence of typhoid fever. 4 0 By mid-July, the Second Brigade reported about 350 men daily on sick call as fever and other ills
spread. The First Brigade, some elements of which had camped
too near open refuse sinks and the Biscayne Bay sewer, reported
a sick list of approximately 260. 41 The camp physicians were convinced that the water had played the key role in this outbreak of
disease, and they recommended that the troops be moved “at
once.“ 42
Lieutenant Colonel L. M. Maus, the VII Corps’chief surgeon,
had visited Miami only days before the three surgeons wrote their
letter. He noted that the water from Flagler’s newly-dug wells
had “a disagreeable taste, an offensive odor, and, in my opinion,
[it] contains a large percentage of organic and vegetable matter.”
He concluded that the wells were not deep enough and had been
contaminated by surface drainage. The main water supply to
Camp Miami was supposed to be from the city waterworks. This
was Everglades water, cooled, purified, and piped to the camp
via the new pipeline. Maus doubted that this water was whole-

39. For a modern assessment by a physician, see Scheffel H. Wright, “Medicine in the Florida Camps During the Spanish American-War-Great
Controversies,” Journal of the Florida Medical Association, LXII (August
1975), 21-23, which points to the shallow wells and inadequate latrine
facilities of Camp Miami as the cause of water contamination which led
to disease.
40. Senate Document 221, VIII, 72-73.
41. Ibid., VIII, 72, 84-85. Figures are approximate because the regiments did
not report their sick lists on the same day.
42. Ibid., VIII, 73.
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some in summer, for it, too, was discolored, smelly, and “offensive
in taste.“ 43
General Keifer, the division commander, discontinued the
use of the well water for drinking purposes. He noted that the
soldiers had preferred it, contaminated though it was, to the
piped water, which was often so warm that it was unpleasant to
drink. The general ordered each regiment to install a large
water tank, cooled with ice, for storage of drinking water. This
caused a major ice shortage in the town, but it probably helped
the troops. 44 Still, not all the complaints ceased. A Red Cross
field agent visiting Miami in late July condemned the waterworks and noted that the soldiers continued to use water from
the forbidden wells. 45
Sick soldiers received the best care possible under the circumstances, but often that care was woefully inadequate. The
division hospital at Miami was a hastily-prepared facility, an
adapted, partially open, wooden building located within the
town limits. The best efforts of the surgeons and nurses were
foiled by lack of sufficient medical supplies and shortages of
tentage, coupled with the rapid spread of illness within the
command. As a consequence, the hospital, like the water supply,
became a controversial issue. Colonel Maus declared the facility
“unsuitable and unsanitary.“ 46 Eleanor Kinzie Gordon, wife of
the general commanding the Second Brigade, sharply criticized
the condition of the hospital building, the lack of nurses and
competent attendants, and the carelessness which led to one
patient’s being set on fire by an overturned candle. Mrs. Gordon
did more than complain; she arranged for the purchase of mosquito netting, a rare item in wartime Miami, for the hospital
and supervised the refurbishing of the building. 47 As she noted,
most of the medical personnel did their best to prevent illness
and save the gravely sick, but the odds were against them.
Miamians reacted to the soldiers’ suffering with sympathy,
mixed occasionally with disbelief. As the Metropolis noted in
August, “Miami water doesn’t produce typhoid fever among its
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.

Ibid., VIII, 78-79.
Ibid., VIII, 80; Miami Metropolis, July 29, 1898.
Senate Document 221, VIII, 84-85.
Ibid., VIII, 79.
Ibid., VIII, 92-93; Carson, Recollections of a Chaplain in the Volunteer
Army, 9; Miami Metropolis, July 22, 29, 1898.
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own citizens. . . . The records show that . . . no adult has died
48
since February 28th last. “ Flagler, concerned about adverse publicity against Miami, telegraphed Secretary Alger: “I understand
that very unfavorable reports have reached you regarding the
sanitary conditions, as well as discomforts of the camp at Miami,
Fla. If not wholly untrue they are grossly exaggerated, and I ask
as a personal favor that you suspend adverse judgment” until a
proper briefing. 49 Miami’s newspaper resented the town’s growing
image as an unhealthy place, and it denied all the charges. “The
health of the soldiers has been as good here as in any other
camp,” the Metropolis stated, and it predicted that “the stories
. . . concerning the unhealthiness of Miami will be properly
viewed by the people at large, and will do us no harm.“ 50 Some
Miamians attributed the soldiers’ maladies to their habit of
walking through heavy rainstorms or to a “Sunday outing” attitude toward hard work in the “hot broiling” summer sun. 51
Actually, there was truth in some of the Miamians’ claims,
but the soldiers could hardly be expected to see it that way.
Summer weather in the South in the era before central air conditioning could be both unpleasant and unhealthy at times, and
Miami’s weather in the summer of 1898 alternated between
heavy rainstorms and hot, dusty days. 52 The same could be said
about the weather at the other makeshift military camps in the
region. Troops at Miami suffered from “diarrhea, dysentery, and
a low form of fever,” all of which, like the dreaded typhoid itself, were common diseases among recruits in any nineteenthcentury army camp, for the military medicine of the time remained primitive in its methods and ignorant of the causes of
many diseases. 53 Furthermore, it must be noted that not all of
the reported sickness originated in Miami. The First Alabama,
for example, had a sicklist of ninety-two upon arrival in the
48. Miami Metropolis, August 5, 1898.
49. Senate Document 221, VIII, 73.
50. Miami Metropolis, August 12, 1898. A similar view appeared in the
Jacksonville Florida Times-Union and Citizen, July 21, August 1, 9,
1898. That paper was also controlled by Flagler.
51. Miami Metropolis, July 15, 29, 1898.
52. See ibid., July 15, 29, 1898.
53. See Senate Document 221, VIII, 79. For an account of medical problems
during the war, see Cosmas, Army For Empire, 245-94, and the Medical
Department’s own report in Annual Reports of the War Department,
1898, I, pt. 1, 688-727.
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54

town. However, to the soldiers, the eight to ten per cent of the
division’s total strength on daily sick call was the sole fact that
mattered.
The Second Brigade, with the higher rate of illness and the
poorer campsite, was particularly disgusted with Camp Miami,
but most soldiers were angry over their conditions. “Miami is a
bitter memory to many a home in our state and Texas and
Alabama,” Chaplain Carson recalled. 55 Sergeant M. Koenigsberg
claimed that he and others in the Alabama regiments would
rather “have gone through all the worst struggles of Santiago
than have endured one month of Miami.” At least eighteen
Alabama volunteers, he wrote, had died while in the camp,
victims of the “Moloch of Miami.“ 56 According to Lieutenant
Colonel Curtis Guild, Jr., inspector general of the VII Corps,
the soldiers’ nickname for Miami was “Camp Hell.“ 57
By the end of July, Miamians were having growing doubts
about some of their military guests. The Second Brigade’s
soldiers had earned a reputation early among the civilians as
troublemakers and spreaders of rumors. “Speaking of the Second
Brigade as a whole, there is no doubt that a very large majority
of our people here were very well glad to see them leave,” the
Metropolis reported, and the paper placed most of the blame
upon the men of the Second Louisiana, a regiment “which
seemed to delight in circulating all the mean reports they could
think of.“ 58 Regardless of whether or not the Second Brigade
deserved its reputation, the truth is that soldier-civilian incidents
did occur. These, however, are hard to document, for the
Metropolis followed the Flagler position in trying to minimize
bad publicity and to ease tensions while the troops were in town.
One rather comical incident did find its way into the newspaper.
The local dentist, Dr. L. M. Dodson, lost his gold watch to a pair
of light-fingered soldiers as he was drilling holes in a pair of dice
for two of their comrades. 59 Doubtless, Miami’s more devout
citizens moralized that such was the price of sin for an accomplice
to gamblers.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.

Senate Document 221, VIII, 85.
Carson, Recollections of a Chaplain in the Volunteer Army, 7.
Koenigsberg, Southern Martyrs, 9, 15.
Senate Document 221, VIII, 83.
Miami Metropolis, August 12, 1898.
Ibid., August 5, 1898.
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Simple theft, however, was not the only cause of friction between soldiers and townspeople. Since they had access to firearms,
the soldiers could terrorize civilians if they chose to do so. Their
usual victims were Miami’s blacks, whose segregated “Colored
Town” adjoined the Second Brigade’s campsite. All of the troops
in the division were white and most were life-long Southerners.
Probably many of them felt it necessary to keep the blacks “in
their places.” Although the Metropolis did not report the incident, two pioneer Miamians later recalled the beating and
aborted lynching of a Miami black who did not step off a sidewalk as two white women approached. The troops involved were
probably from a company of the Second Texas. The situation
became so tense that many blacks fled to Coconut Grove to avoid
continued harassment by armed and angry soldiers. 60
On the other hand, the soldiers did not cause all the problems
in wartime Miami. One angry husband was said to have shot
dead a soldier whom he believed had insulted his wife. 61 The
shooting incident which most concerned the Metropolis, however,
was accidental: a provost guard, firing at a fleeing soldier who
had ignored their warnings, wounded two Miamians asleep
nearby in their makeshift quarters. The paper demanded that
the army pay for the men’s medical care and compensate them
for lost worktime and for “their injuries and suffering,” but the
final disposition of the matter is unrecorded. 62
Most Miamians and the soldiers, however, did have cordial
relations. The regimental bands often played for civilians, and
townspeople were among the spectators at dress parades, even
those of the Second Brigade. A ladies’ aid group from Coconut
Grove collected sewing kits and other notions for the troops.
Churches of all denominations encouraged soldiers to attend
their services and invited the chaplains to preach. 63 The Metropolis praised the troops on the day after payday for their good
60.

61.
62.
63.

Cohen, Historical Sketches and Sidelights of Miami, 36-37; Dorn, “Recollections of Early Miami,” 55. Cohen reported that a soldier killed the
black; Dorn said that some officers intervened and released the man, and
the soldiers later shot up several houses in “Colored Town” as a “warning” to their intended victim. Paul S. George, “Colored Town: Miami’s
Black Community, 1896-1930,” Florida Historical Quarterly, LVI (April
1978), 432-47, gives useful details on the area during this period.
Cohen, Historical Sketches and Sidelights of Miami, 36.
Miami Metropolis, July 22, 1898.
See ibid., July 8, 15, 22, August 5, 1898.
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behavior, calling most of them “a first-class set of men.“ 64 In
turn, General Gordon of the Second Brigade praised Flagler’s
representative, J. A. McDonald, for his “invaluable help” in
improving the campsite and in preparing the hospital facilities. 65
Miamians especially liked the men of the First Texas, perhaps
because they complained least about their campsite, the best of
all the areas. The First Texas, the Metropolis noted, was “composed of the best blood of the Lone Star State, and the regiment
was the toast as long as it remained with us. Officers and men
alike were found to be gentlemen of the finest type.” The paper
regretted that the regiment had to leave, and it also praised the
rest of the First Brigade as “excellent regiments and composed
of the best men.“ 66
On August 1, 1898, the First Division received orders to break
camp and move via railroad to Jacksonville, where the rest of the
VII Corps was encamped. 67 The movement took ten days, the
First Alabama being the last unit to leave on August 12. A few
staff officers and a small hospital detachment remained in Miami
to care for those patients too sick to move immediately. It was
the misfortune of Camp Miami and the First Division that the
last day was marked by a tragic act of nature. A lightning bolt
struck a soft drink stand at which a score of soldiers had gathered,
killing two and stunning most of the rest. 68
Miami returned to its quiet off-season existence as the troops
departed. The Metropolis, perhaps attempting to put the best
face on the town’s experience with the army, reminded it readers,
“What the Encampment Did For Us.” All of the points listed
exemplify the booster mentality of many early Miamians. “It
caused 100 acres of scrub land within the city limits to be
cleared,” and it contributed to the construction of “one mile of
railroad sidetrack,” extra paved streets, an artesian well, “two
immense warehouses,” and “several substantial stores in the
business center.” Camp Miami also gave employment to “everything and everybody for nearly six weeks,” and it made business
64.
65.
66.

Ibid., July 22, 1898.
Ibid., August 5, 1898.
Ibid., August 12, 1898. The report of a ball given in honor of the regiment’s officers by local civilians appears in ibid., July 22, 1898.
67. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union and Citizen, July 31, 1898; Miami
Metropolis, August 5, 1898.
68. Miami Metropolis, August 12, 1898.
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“brisk.” Moreover, it helped advertise Miami “from Maine to
California,” even if some of that publicity was less than ideal.
69
Clearly,
Profits, too, “went into the thousands of dollars.“
patriotism paid well.
Despite the rosy account printed in the Metropolis, the best
epitaph for Camp Miami was written by General Gordon in his
cordial letter to J. A. McDonald: “That some things have not
realized the benefits we hoped for has not been your fault, but
. . . the result of factors . . . beyond our control. The fact is that
the number of troops were too great for the resources of a place
where almost everything they needed had to be created.“ 70 Camp
Miami’s record in terms of sickness was probably no worse than
the records of most other camps of the Spanish-American War. 71
As a modern physician-historian notes, much of the criticism
directed at Camp Miami and the other Florida encampments of
1898 was unfair. “The difficulties which arose were the result of
hasty and inept decisions, lack of preparedness, rapid mobilization of thousands of men, limited knowledge and experience of
most of the officer personnel, and exaggerations of an overly aggressive press.“ 72But, in the final analysis, the common soldiers
suffered, and no amount of explanation would make them forgive. Miami was a “bitter memory” to many of the Southerners
who had been stationed there; the town’s complete lack of the
facilities needed to sustain a military camp had virtually insured
that that would be the result. Miami’s boosters and Henry M.
Flagler and his Florida East Coast Railroad had overreached
themselves, to the soldiers’chagrin. One day Miami would grow
69. Ibid.
70. Ibid., August 5, 1898.
71. Although Jacksonville’s encampments had a sick list average of about
four per cent of the commands stationed there, the ten per cent average
at Camp Miami compared favorably with the ratios at Camp Alger,
Virginia, Camp Meade, Pennsylvania, and Camp Thomas, Tennessee,
major camps in more temperate climes. Comparative figures do not appear in United States War Department, Annual Reports of the War
Department For the Fiscal Year Ending June 30, 1899, 3 vols. (Washington, 1899). The Miami Metropolis, August 5, 1898, claimed that only
thirteen soldiers had died in Camp Miami, but Koenigsberg, Southern
Martyrs, 15, disputes this. For a rough comparison of death figures
among troops at Florida camps, see Wright, “Medicine in the Florida
Camps During the Spanish-American War,” 20. For background on
other major camps, see Senate Document 221, VIII, 54-71, 89-103, 185405, and Cosmas, Army For Empire, 266-75.
72. Wright, “Medicine in the Florida Camps During the Spanish-American
War,” 26.
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to prominence as a direct result of wartime military activity, but
that day was to be nearly half a century in the future.
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